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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Monday, May 16th, 2022. My name Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Dr. Al Savitzky, professor
of biology at Utah State University. This is another oral history interview for the COVID
Collection Project. Joining us on the interview is Tameron Williams, the COVID Collection
Project graduate intern.
Good afternoon, Dr. Savitzky.

AS:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So let's start by asking you when you started your career at Utah State University and the
different positions and roles that you've had during your USU career.
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AS:

Sure. So I began here in 2011, fall of 2011. I came here from Old Dominion University, where I
was a professor of biology. I'd been there since 1982. So I had 29 years at Old Dominion before
coming here, and I came to become department head of biology, which I did for seven years
before I went back to the faculty.

TW:

And could you talk a little bit about MESAS and the HHMI programs that I think you're the
program directors for?

AS:

Sure. Yeah. So one of the things that I was interested in doing as department head when I
arrived here was improving our service to underserved communities, underrepresented
populations. And I should say that in the two of the three years before I came here, from 2008 to
2010, I was at the National Science Foundation as a rotating program director, and I was in what
was called the Human Resources Cluster of the division of biological infrastructure, and we dealt
largely with student-focused programs. And we had a particular interest in underrepresented
students and improving service to them by various NSF grantee institutions.

[02:04]
That was the place where I was really introduced to the opportunities for serving such students
and the – and I really was – sort of came face-to-face with the failures of my previous institution,
Old Dominion in serving those students. That was a large southern urban institution, and yet it
did very little to reach out to underserved students. And I thought that coming here as a
department head I would have some opportunity to make a difference.
And so one of the things that sort of happened fortuitously was the connection with a student
from the Blanding campus, the USU campus in Blanding. And one of my only faculty member
as a biology department head at Blanding asked about finding a summer research internship for a
promising student from Blanding. And so I did that, and it was very successful. And the next
year the folks at Blanding said, "Hey, that was great. Could you take four students?" I said,
"Well, you know, it's not really my day job, but let me see what I can do." I found two incredible
graduate students who were willing to take it on. Went great. The next year they came back and
said, "That was great. Can you take 20 students?"
And from that grew a summer program called the Native American Summer Mentorship Program
or NASMP. It is funded by a grant from the Department of Education to the Blanding campus,
not to Logan. And, in fact, this year's cohort of students is due to arrive on campus in Logan this
afternoon. That led to a very sharp increase in the number of Native American students applying
to transfer from Blanding to Logan.
[04:07]
The previous sort of baseline rate had been about 3% of Blanding students transferred to Logan.
For the students who participated in the summer program, it was over 50%. And so it was a big
increase, and that was great, but then we discovered that those students had very little in the way
of either academic or social support, cultural support when they arrived in Logan. And, you
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know, that was – In a sense, we were encouraging students to transfer to the four-year program
here, Blanding being a two-year campus primarily, encouraging students to transfer and then
providing them with none of the kind of assistance that they needed. And just about that time, the
Howard Hughes Medical Institute, HHMI, opened a competition – it went for two years – for
their Inclusive Excellence Program, which were grants of about $1 million, fixed amount, to
whatever institutions. And it was primarily to address the question of students who arrived at
undergraduate institutions from nontraditional routes such as, you know, returning students,
former military, and, of course, students coming from community colleges and so on.
And the first year we applied for it, we were unsuccessful. We were advised as to what we could
do to address the problems with our initial proposal, which were pretty serious. We had sort of
directed it in an area that HHMI was not – was not interested in.
[06:04]
And so we fixed the proposal and reapplied, and we were fortunate enough to receive it. We
were one of 57 schools that received funding from HHMI, $1 million each over two years, and
then the program was supposed to end. They tried opening it again. Then COVID got in the way
and so on and so forth. So for various reasons, we are one of only 57 schools nationwide that has
one of these $1 million sort of standard grants. And that funds the program that we named
MESAS, which is an acronym for Mentoring and Encouraging Student Academic Success. And
our logo or visual representation is sort of the twin mesas of the Bears Ears, which are visible
from the west side of the Blanding campus. And that program provides both academic and
cultural and social support for Native American students who are on the Logan campus.
Initially it was primarily to serve students transferring from Blanding, but increasingly the
program broadened out to serve all Native students, and we are now in the fourth year of our
five-year grant. It's likely we'll get a one-year extension on our current funding, but after that we
are anticipating that the university will pick up the program as part of its hard-funded initiatives.
And we are currently working diligently to make the argument that this is an important program
to maintain.
[07:56]
The program is overseen by a core leadership team of five faculty and administrators.
Dr. Melissa Tehee from the Department of Psychology is the assistant director. The other team
members are Dennis Kohler from the Academic Success Center; Curtis Frazier, a Native
American faculty member at Blanding; and Kristian Olsen, who is the – I guess it's vice provost
for the Blanding campus. And then we have two permanent – two full-time positions that are
funded by the HHMI program. One is a program coordinator, Briana Kaufman; and the other one
is a professional practice assistant professor, who is appointed through the psychology
department, and his name is Danny Piper, Daniel Piper. He is – We – Our internal title for him is
faculty advocate. It's his – The nature of his position is to serve as an advocate for Native
students on the Logan campus. So as students encounter difficulties with courses, with faculty,
with social circumstances, anything, whatever, Danny is sort of their first point of contact to help
remedy those problems that they face.
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TW:

So I know it's been a long two-plus years, but hopefully you'll remember what your teaching and
your research initiatives or priorities were maybe fall of 2019, early spring of 2020 what you
were working on as a faculty member at Utah State.

[09:55]
AS:

Yeah, vaguely. I – So because I was department head for seven years, I did not – I was not
required to teach. I had no teaching expectation. Biology is one of the largest departments on
campus, so teaching was not one of the things that was even part of my initial role statement as
department head. I missed teaching. And after a year, I asked a colleague who taught a course in
my specialty whether I could co-teach it with him, and he was generous enough to allow me do it.
I'm a hepatologist. My research is in the field of the biology of amphibians and reptiles.
And so I'd known this colleague for ages and ages. We'd been professional colleagues for a long
time. And he worked on amphibians, and I worked primarily on reptiles, and so it was a great
split in the course, and it worked really well. So starting my second year here – So, let's see, it
probably would have been spring of 2013, maybe, when I started splitting the course. It was
initially offered every other year. That was my – That half course was my teaching activity while
I was department head. I had no fall course assigned.
When I was replaced as department head in 2018, it happened sort of rapidly at the end of the
spring semester, and so I didn't have an assignment for a course in the fall. I offered [speakingunclear] seminar course in vertebrate anatomy, which is my sort of broader specialty.

[11:44]
And since that time – So that was fall of '19. And then I was also owed a sabbatical as part of my
department head service. And so I applied for a sabbatical, which was going to start in the fall of
2020. And we all know what happened with that. So I still didn't have an assignment for a fall
course. And when we went to remote in 2020/2021, my spring course, which I now taught – My
colleague had retired by then, so I had taken over that entire herpetology course. That was my
spring assignment. And I still didn't have a fall course.
I was allowed to do some course development that fall and then the same thing this latest fall. So
I have yet to have a regular fall course. And working on developing a course in vertebrate
anatomy, which most schools have and we curiously don't, it would mesh well with ODU –
USU's – excuse me – aspirations for veterinary college, because it's often a course that many
pre-vet students take. And so that's the plan for future falls.
But – So I had that plan to go be on sabbatical 20 – what was that? – 2020 through 2021. Didn't
happen. I got it extended a year. Came 2021 fall. Still couldn't do it. Still no sabbatical. I went
to extend it again and was told, no, we'll only extend it one time. You'll have to apply again for a
sabbatical, which I did, and, you know, unsurprisingly, I was granted sabbatical for the coming
year.
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[13:38]
So the plan was to be on sabbatical starting now, but there have been other complications in the
meantime related partly to COVID and travel restrictions, but also related to a grant for a large
instrument that I obtained that is – actually it just arrived in a U.S. port by boat from the UK
yesterday and is set to arrive here hopefully next week. But all of this is delaying the start of my
sabbatical again, which is endlessly frustrating, as you can imagine.
But, yeah, that's sort of my teaching situation. So I've been teaching – I went to remote only and
asynchronous teaching of my class in spring of '21. And then this spring, of course, I went to
face-to-face again or mask-to-mask. My students were pretty good about masking. I guess
because I was pretty insistent about it, but there were other issues with the class, which we may
want to discuss later.
In the meantime, in terms of research that – So I worked on the – primarily on the biology of
snakes. And I do a couple of things. Some of it – A lot of it is anatomical, but some of it is also
in the field of chemical ecology and specifically the role that poisonous prey play in the defense
of snakes.
So more specifically there's a group of snakes in Asia that I've been working on for about 25
years that feed on toxic toads. And they – Not only don't they die from eating the toads, but they
actually store the toad toxins and use those stored toxins to defend themselves.
[15:46]
This is sort of the snake equivalent of the famous Monarch butterfly story, where the Monarchs
feed on poisonous milkweed, and then their caterpillars, and later the adults are protected by the
milkweed toxins that are in their body. This is the same general thing, and, in fact, it's a very
similar toxin.
That is work that I've been doing for about 25 years with a colleague in Japan at Kyoto University
named Akira Mori. And over 25 years we have become very good friends, and he's visited the
U.S. a number of times. I did my sabbatical in 2003 there and was going almost every year from
2003 until I think two years before the – my sabbatical was supposed to have started. And so I
was ready to go to Kyoto and work with Akira in 2020, and then, you know, the bottom fell out
of travel.
So that really has been my primary research project is that group of snakes and, you know, what
they eat and how they physiologically deal with the toxins, how they store them. There's one
species in Japan, and then there are a bunch of them throughout other parts of Eastern and
Southern Asia. And so the project had broadened out. We were starting to work in China. We
traveled together to Vietnam. And all of those things were sort of in the works when COVID hit.
TW:

You put it right in the great place, the sweet spot. So I'm going to ask: Exactly what were the
first signs that the COVID pandemic could potentially affect and did affect your research?
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[17:51]
Obviously, your travel. But your colleagues that are part of the specialty such as your friend in
Japan, maybe your other colleagues in the biology department, their graduate students. Walk us
through what spring semester – the second half in particular of spring semester 2020 looked like?
AS:

Yeah. So 2020 was – I mean, 2019 was, you know, when it hit, of course, and when classes went
remote halfway through. And then it was just a matter of scrambling to keep one's head above
water. By fall of 2020, it was clear that travel would not be possible for me.
Oh, I should also point out, I had a visiting scholar from China in my lab 2018 through 2019. She
had started in I want to say February of 2018 and was supposed to spend 12 months here. She
had a young son with her. I don't remember his exact age. He was around – somewhere around
eight to ten maybe years old. And her husband was not here with her because he did not have a
passport and was not able to get one. So she was living in I guess married student housing or
Aggie Village and working in my lab. And she ended up – And she was supposed to go home in
February of 2019. And just as she was getting ready to leave, the first signs of COVID, you
know, epidemic COVID in China began to appear, and China wrote back and said shelter in
place. Don't come back yet. We'll bring you back later.

[19:45]
By the time China got their cases under control, the U.S. was entering the pandemic phase. And
then she couldn't get back because China wouldn't let anybody come from the U.S. So she ended
up staying an extra several months. And July I think was when she got back, in July of 2019.
Does that sound right for the years? I think that's right.
TW:

It actually started in China December of 2019.

AS:

I'm sorry. Then this was 2020.

TW:

Right.

AS:

Then this was 2020.

TW:

I followed you, though. That's a –

AS:

Yeah. So this was 2020.

TW:

Yeah.

AS:

And so she did eventually get back. She spent a total of, God, over 15 months here, I guess. And
much of that, you know, the last many months of that locked in her apartment, unable – you
know, people were basically effectively in lockdown. The labs were closed and so on. So by the
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fall – So I also have three graduate students. I had had them throughout this time. And one of
them is doing anatomical work and was scheduled to start working at the National Museum of
Natural History, the Smithsonian, on some specimens in the summer of 2020.
[21:13]
And the other two were both working on aspects of the physiology of the toad-eating snakes and
were supposed to begin working with me in Japan the coming year, at least a little bit. Short-term
visits over to there. I had also gotten a research Catalyst grant from the Office of Research and a
seed grant for a few thousand dollars that would get myself and my two students over there. That
all became impossible. And they were forced to – First of all, with the labs closed, there was not
much they could do at all. We were all sort of restricted to working on data and manuscripts and
things like that. But they were just at the start of their data gathering and experimental phase.
And so it was – It was really tough.
The one for the Smithsonian, Smithsonian shut down and closed to all visitors and staff, so that
student couldn't get to the Smithsonian. All of them started scrambling to develop different
projects that could be done. Some of those were feasible and some were not. Even the feasible
ones were sort of pared-down versions of what their original projects would have been. My
advice to them was to, you know, do the best you can and the most that you can do, and we will
find a way to patch it all together into a dissertation. And I think they've all been resilient and
done quite well, but they have not had the experience they should have had.
[23:08]
Same was true for me. I didn't get to Japan that first year. I reapplied for a sabbatical and
received an extension, which then couldn't be activated. And so – And as I think I mentioned, I
reapplied for a third time and was told, no, we only extend it one time. You need to reapply,
which I did.
Meanwhile, I had not been able to spend out the SEED grant, and when I asked to extend that a
second time, I was told, no, they wouldn't extend it a second time. They were going to take it
back, and I could just start the whole application process again, which ironically means that now
that I'm finally going to get to Japan on sabbatical this summer, I will not have the research
funding that I had been protecting for this time to spend there. So that's been a frustration, and it's
just – You know, it's one of the policies that the Office of Research decided to put in place, that,
you know, they didn't feel they could perpetually extend the research funding that they had. You
know, one can argue with the logic behind that, I guess, but it's their money and their policy. So
it is what it is. But it does mean that now that I am finally up for sabbatical again and able to
travel, I'm not funded for that travel.
I had also been applying for a Fulbright fellowship, but that had not been successful. Japan does
not prioritize hard science. And it's among its Fulbrights that it places a higher priority on
political science and education than the sciences, so that's been a perpetual problem.
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[25:05]
Yeah, so that's – That's sort of where things stand. I have been able to continue working on some
manuscripts with my colleagues in Japan and my colleague in China. Not as many as I would
have otherwise. There were several big projects that I was planning to be involved in on
sabbatical, which went forward without me over there, which, you know, was fine, but it meant
that I was not able to be an active participant in those. Even so, there have been some other
projects that we have completed together. Some of them were ones that we started just before the
pandemic, particularly one with China, that was a pretty major project.
TW:

You had mentioned the labs being closed. And I know you've talked to your colleagues in the
biology department. Were there any protocols put in place? I'm sure there were animals in the
labs. Did they care for them? Destroy them? What were the protocols in place for the lab?

AS:

Yeah. Good question. So, you know, when I talk about the labs being closed, I guess I'm
referring more to the – There were institutions – I have colleagues in institutions where the labs
were physically closed and off limits. That was not our case. They were closed effectively. It
was not – It did not appear safe, much less practical to have multiple people working in the lab
together doing things collaboratively.
My students were able to come in and work on things, but, unfortunately, most of the stuff they
were going to work on was stuff they couldn't get, like snakes from Japan and specimens from the
Smithsonian. So that was – You know, it was – It was disruptive, and it was effectively closed,
but not formally and officially closed.

[27:07]
And some of them were able to continue. One of the students – Two of the students continued
with physiological experiments. The one who was supposed to go to the Smithsonian actually
broadened her – the scope of her research and decided to work on some other species that are
invasive species in Florida. And she was able to drive to Florida during the pandemic, meet with
a colleague who had a freezer full of dead animals that the state had euthanized to get them out of
the wild, because they're destructive as introduced species, and brought those back. And so, you
know, she's been very entrepreneurial about that.
A lot of her work required an instrument, which she couldn't get access to because she couldn't go
to another institution to use it. That instrument is one that we just received a grant for. And, in
fact, it has arrived at its U.S. port yesterday and is due to be delivered here in about a week, we
think, which further delays my travel, because I have to be here when it gets here. But at least we
will eventually have that very important instrument.
So we do have some live animals here. We don't keep a large collection of animals for sort of
general husbandry purposes. We don't keep a lot of animals we are not using. We have some
long-term captives, 25, 30 years, that were brought in for particular studies and then maintained
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alive just in case we needed them again. And so we have a few of those. But for the most part,
the animals that are here are specifically assigned to projects.
[29:05]
And we did not need to euthanize anything during that period of time. We kept the animal care
up. We have two – Well, actually, animal care was also very complicated because biology was in
the process of renovating part of our building, and that had involved the rooms we used to keep
the animals in. So they were in temporary holding at the Lab Animal Research Center, the
LARC. And so my students were having to go back and forth to take care of them there.
During the pandemic, I guess about a year ago now, maybe a little more, we did get new animal
rooms, and our animals moved back into the BNR building, Biology and Natural Resources. And
we have two rooms there currently with animals in them. One of my – Each of my rooms is
overseen by one of my grad students who has their animals in that room. And so they're all well
cared for.
TW:

So did laboratory research commence again in the fall semester of 2020? Were there discussions
with the COVID task force or risk management or – How did the biology department and how
did the scientists in the biology department go about in the fall semester of 2020?

AS:

Yeah. I can't honestly speak to other colleagues. I can tell you what we did. The Office of
Research sent out a message to faculty saying you need to have protocols in place for, you know,
safe use of your laboratories.

[31:02]
And we developed those protocols and posted them on the door to the lab. And, you know, they
were common sense sort of things: masks at all times, distancing as much as possible, working
individually as much as possible, avoiding working in the same space at the same time.
I'm in old unrenovated space. I was not assigned to any of the newly renovated space, but one of
my two rooms is broken up into four smaller rooms, and so I could assign a particular subspace to
each of my students, and that's – It wasn't so much a matter of assigning it. They naturally were
working with different types of instrumentation and different procedures, and so it was a simple
matter for them to sort of divide the space up and close the doors on each other and work
individually. So that part worked okay.
The part of it that really affected the students and affected me was the inability to gain access to
specimens. You know, we need live animals to do our work. Even if the work is anatomical
work, we need to start with live animals, which are humanely treated, to make the preparations
that we need for study. And it was our inability – my inability to get to Japan, where virtually all
of my study animals are living – or Japan or China – and for my students to get to other areas.
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[33:00]
One of them does some work with local species, and those were still available, and she was able
to work with those and simply – That was going to be sort of foundational work to extend to the
Japanese species, but that extension never happened. Another student who was supposed to work
with the Japanese species found a sort of parallel kind of project that she could do with a species
in the Eastern U.S., and she did an incredible job of getting permission to work on a rather
sensitive population on – I guess it was a state park and got permission. She had to – She couldn't
do some of the stuff she would have been doing in Japan with that species, but she was able to get
some very interesting results. And she went out there last year in the spring, late spring of 2021,
with two other people, you know, taking extreme COVID precautions at that time, and managed
to have a successful trip as a result. So, again, the students were very entrepreneurial.
The other impact on the students, though, and I guess on me as well was the isolation. You
know, it's – I mean, grad students are sociable animals, and, you know, they maintained a lot of
contact either through social media or running into each other in the labs, or, you know,
occasionally do things together for better or for worse. My lab was and still is extremely
cautious. Three students stopped by earlier today, and they're all still masking, which is great.
[34:51]
I mean, I think – I give them tremendous credit for that. But the kinds of things one typically
does in graduate mentorship in terms of group lab meetings, in-person working together on
procedures, not just me showing students how to do things, but then the students using me as
extra labor when they learn the methods and perfect them. I mean, the idea is for the student to
do better science than I do. That's my goal. And as they perfect that, I become the assistant to
them, and that kind of thing was not possible. And so, you know, there was a very big part of the
social infrastructure of science and of graduate instruction that was impacted by the pandemic.
You know, we – It's not to say – We weren't monastic. We did work together. We worked, you
know, masked when we were in the same space, but it just wasn't the same experience. And, you
know, we minimized that contact. It just – It wasn't the kind of close-knit, deeply interactive
experience that one normally has with graduate students.
TW:

So were you working with the MESAS program at all during this time? And how was it impacted
by all this?

AS:

Yeah. Oh, MESAS took a huge hit. It took a tremendous hit. So the grant was for five years,
and we had just – So let me see, we got it in 2018, I think was the year it started, fall of '18. It
took us about six months to get the administrative funding sort of part set up so we could start
using the money.
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[36:57]
Came the spring of – It must have been '19, then. Is that right? If we went – I'm trying to think
of – The pandemic was already in effect when we started hiring the two positions that we had.
Danny Piper's position, the faculty professional practice assistant professor, we hired him sight
unseen in an open national search. Fortunately, he was at the U, so he wasn't very far way, and
he was getting his PhD in Native American education, so it was a perfect position for him. We
hired him a couple months before he actually finished his PhD. But he had been on the job for a
number of months before I ever met him in person, before we ever laid eyes on each other in
something other than a Zoom room.
So getting the project started was difficult. We had – Another thing that we did was that we had
worked with Housing to initiate a themed housing unit. You know, the university has sort of
dedicated housing spaces for – There's an engineering house and there's the honors housing and
several other groups, international students. I think there may be an ecology group.
We worked with Housing. They were extremely helpful and supportive to have Native American
housing wing of one of the dormitories, one of the residence halls. And we had just gotten that
started. We had our first two students – No. Is that right? It was more than two. We had our
first five students, I guess, in that. And then COVID hit.
[39:02]
And, you know, residential students declined tremendously. And with the decline in the
residential students came a decline in the MESAS programs. A lot of the programming that we
had designed for Native students was not dependent on their being in the Native American Living
Community, but it was facilitated by the – that core of students who were living together.
And so we had a couple of Melissa Tehee's graduate students in psychology in the American
Indian Support Project, which is a clinical psychology training program for Native graduate
students. And they held weekly talking circles with the students in the Living Community and
other students who were interested. But when the residence halls emptied out, some of that
programming went online, but it just wasn't the same.
And so we had started with about five students that first year that we were fully staffed in
MESAS. Five students living in the Living Community, five or six. And we were expecting that
number to at least double by the next year, but that was when COVID hit. And the main
recruiting element for the MESAS program, for the Logan Native-serving program, was the
Summer Mentorship Program. It was this four-week mentored summer research program. And
that also became impossible that first year when everything went remote in spring of I guess it
was 2020, then.
[41:11]
Miraculously the graduate students who run that mentorship program – it's entirely run by
graduate students – managed to get it to work remotely. They figured out how to get faculty who
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would design science activities for students to do at their homes. Some of them involved their
siblings, their parents. I mean, it was a remarkable tour de force on the part of our graduate
students, but it was small. It was constrained. It was limited.
The following year, last summer, our colleagues at Blanding wanted in the worst way to make it
an on-campus experience rather than remote, and so we honored that request. We only had, God,
maybe six students. It was well under ten that we had last summer. This summer I think we have
11 students coming up. We are hoping – And this is down from 25 or so a year for the
pre-pandemic level. So we are hoping that by next year we will be back up to that number.
But that affects recruiting into the MESAS program. So, you know, and that's just at the time
when we need to be able to demonstrate to Utah State the value of that program so they will pick
up the, you know, not trivial cost of maintaining the program, of taking over the program. So
MESAS has been very seriously affected by this.
Despite that, there are things that have – There are actually things that work better under COVID.
For the most part, there are – The staff of MESAS, both the core leadership team and particularly
our two incredible staff members, managed to do remarkable things under difficult circumstances.
[43:19]
One of the elements of – So explain a little more about MESAS. The HHMI Inclusive Excellence
grants are supposed to improve the capacity of institutions to serve underserved students. And,
you know, our first – I told you that it took us two years to get the grant. The first year we put
together a proposal that said, you know, we're going to have – we're going to improve the
students' skills on this and have, you know, tutoring in that and so on and so forth. And when we
didn't get it, I spoke with someone at HHMI, and they said, uh-uh. [negative]. You got this all
wrong. This is not about fixing the students; this is about fixing the university. The problem isn't
the students; the problem is the institution. And that's what their goal was. So we put that in
place in a big way. In the second proposal we got the funding.
One of the elements of that was an – was supposed to be an annual Indigenous knowledge
speaker, someone who would come and was selected as a practitioner of science. It was initially
sort of – It's a STEM program. So this would be a practitioner of science, engineering, math, who
would come and speak to the faculty. Initially we were thinking Research Week. And they
would describe the – you know, how Indigenous knowledge influences their practice of science
and how it is an alternative and valid way of understanding the natural world.
That was the year that the – that the bottom fell out of things, and we – You know, our first
speaker was supposed to come in the spring of 2020. Fell through. But we – This was sort of the
– You know, right around spring break, middle of the semester, that we were planning to have the
speaker come in in Research Week, end of April.
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[45:25]
We pivoted rapidly, and we realized that with everything on Zoom, it was going to be easier to
get speakers and less expensive. So we decided to bring in – to – We invited four people to speak
instead of one, and we had a remote Indigenous knowledge symposium, which attracted several
hundred people from 50-some-odd institutions around the country. I mean, it was just – You
know, people were hungry for contact and information. They were hungry to associate with one
another and socialize in the Zoom space. And so it was wildly successful.
This last year we took it down to three people, but we still had a symposium of three individuals.
It was still remote. And we still had extremely good attendance. And so, you know, the
Indigenous knowledge piece of this, which was a sort of minor part of MESAS, turned out to be a
major part of MESAS during pandemic times and was really bolstered by the reliance upon Zoom
and by this year people's sort of comfort level with doing things over Zoom. So that part was
fine. We're still way under numbers with students.
Oh, another thing the MESAS staff did, once we started getting back to face-to-face classes – I
guess it started in the fall – Danny Piper developed a community-engaged learning course for
Native students. And he was working in collaboration with the Northwestern Band of the
Shoshone Nation to work with students to address language sovereignty and language renewal,
rejuvenation in the Shoshone language.
[47:43]
And he taught that course in the fall and then again this spring with a number of students in a
face-to-face setting with a lot of interaction with tribal leaders and community members and so
on. So that's been another element of this that continued to go forward, that continued to develop
as part of MESAS.
What we're missing from MESAS is the, you know, probably 20, 25, 30 students, maybe, who we
had anticipated by this time would be living in the residential facility and engaged in
programming across the university. And how well we are going to be able to sell the promise of
the MESAS program to the upper administration in the absence of the hard evidence from, you
know, which was interrupted in COVID times, that's going to be the difficult part.
TW:

Well, you've kind of spoken to some of these. But, you know, the state legislature in the 2021
session passed a number of laws. I know that they slackened social distancing guidelines and the
mask mandate. I think they required USU to teach 75% or 80% of the classes that they had
taught in the fall semester of 2019 face-to-face in the fall of 2021.

AS:

Right.
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TW:

Vaccines became more readily available and accessible to college-age students in the late spring
of 2021. I'm curious, did any of these things have an effect on your labs, your research attracting
new graduate students, their research projects? Speak to that, please.

AS:

Yeah, to some extent. Again, I wasn't teaching a formal class in the fall, and so I was doing more
sort of course development stuff related to my spring class and this potential new course that I'm
hoping to teach in the future.

[49:52]
So it didn't affect me in the fall. I would have been plenty upset if I had been sort of forced to
teach face-to-face without a mask mandate in the classroom. To be honest, I was not happy about
teaching the spring without a mask mandate. I mean, came January, February or so, you know,
we weren't even remotely out of the pandemic. And, you know, I – I guess there was enough
peer pressure in my class to keep most of the students masked, but I also experienced tremendous
attrition in my class.
The students who were there were almost all masked, but there were a lot of students not there.
And I don't think it was the masking per se. I have seen numerous articles in – There was
actually an op ed in the Times, New York Times, this weekend on the effect of the pandemic on
some of those classes, the fact that half their students weren't showing up. I have seen Twitter
feeds and other social media feeds from faculty and biology and other fields across the country,
and many of them are facing what seems to be just a disengagement from the classroom students.
I, like many people, tried to be particularly kind to my students by lightening up on some of the
expectations, workloads, that sort of thing. One of the things I've never done is force my students
to attend lecture. But my graduate teaching assistant wanted to – She needed to be able to
document that they had attended lab.
[51:42]
So my class is Monday, Wednesday morning lectures, Wednesday afternoon labs. The labs were
required, the lectures weren't. So half my students or maybe a third of my students would be
there on Wednesday morning for lecture, and all of them would be there in lab. You know,
they'll come when it's required, but they won't come when it isn't. And I've never experienced
that level of attrition in the lecture course before. I mean, it is a straight lecture course, but, you
know, it's been pretty well-reviewed over the years, and it was again this year, actually, by the
students who were actually in attendance.
But, you know, that level of – There's something else going on, and it has to do with how
connected or disconnected students feel with the educational enterprise. They will show up when
they're being awarded points for it, but they will not when they aren't. And I – You know, no one
seems to have a good handle on what it is except it's a new phenomenon.
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As far as recruiting graduate students, the biggest impact on that was that I've had this postponed
sabbatical now for more than two years, and I didn't really want to bring a new graduate student
in and then immediately leave. It turns out I'm doing that anyway. I'm going to do that this year.
I'm bringing a new graduate student in this summer, and I will be away for the coming year.
She and I had long detailed conversations about the pros and cons. I gave her ample opportunity
to do something else, to go elsewhere. She is interested in what we do in our lab. I have now
three senior graduate students, one of whom in particular I think will be a very strong mentor.
[53:42]
So I'm not terribly worried, but, you know, it's not a great way to start graduate school, especially
this is a master's student. So it could be – You know, it could be that I'm away for half of her
graduate program. I don't think so, and I have every hope that she will remain on for the PhD.
But, again, you know, the disruption to my lab and the disruption to, you know, part of not being
able to work on my primary research activities in Asia means not getting data to put into
proposals to get funding. So the lab is unfunded. It's a cascading series of impacts that, you
know, is pretty much traceable to COVID.
You know, the time I was department head for seven years, that was not a time when I was able
to spend a lot of time in my own lab other than the, you know, three to six weeks I could squeeze
in to go overseas and work there. But I also wasn't able to get sort of self-centered grant
proposals in. The proposals I wrote were the proposals that brought the Howard Hughes funding,
the MESAS funding, in and brought this new instrument to Utah State, this microCT scanner.
But those were community focused, not individually focused proposals. So the lab is not – is not
well-supported right now. And, you know, for various reasons the institutional support I had was
not continued through the pandemic times. So...
[55:43]
TGRW: So you've spoken a lot about the disruptions.
AS:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative]

TGRW: Are there any bright side to all the delays and frustrations and changes that you might see some
good implemented long term?
AS:

I'm sorry. Would you repeat that first part of the question?

TGRW: So you've spoken a lot to the – you know, the lost generation of students –
AS:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative]

TGRW: – the disruptions, the frustrations.
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AS:

Right.

TGRW: – that have been brought about by COVID-19.
AS:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative].

TGRW: Any bright sides that you might see coming from it all?
AS:

Bright sides. Yeah, I think so. There – So I had – I'm also a member of a group that is sort of
focused on departmental and curricular change and leadership and biology. It's called PULSE,
the Partnership for Undergraduate Life Sciences Education. And it's a group of, you know,
like-minded folks. Nationally they're all either current or past department heads or deans or
provosts or whatever, who are biologists. And that group had been meeting by Zoom for a couple
of years before the pandemic hit. And so, you know, the group has mentioned from time to time
that, you know, we were sort of Zoom trained before the pandemic hit. It has not been that
difficult for us to pivot to a Zoom-focused life.
The bright side, I guess, is that more people, more colleagues, more organizations have embraced
videoconferencing now and are comfortable with it, and that broadens your sphere of interactions
a lot. You know, there's an ability to collaborate across distance that was not really fully
embraced or as easily embraced before COVID.

[57:53]
So I think COVID has forced that comfort level on trained people to get used to interacting that
way. It's certainly affected professional conferences. You know, for several years there were
virtually no professional conferences in person. The first one in my field in the U.S. is going to
be held this summer, and I won't be there, hopefully, because I'll be in Japan. But it looks like it
will go forward.
Last year it was online. In fact, the previous two years it was online, and that made it easier to
attend and a whole lot cheaper. So, you know, that's been another sort of advantage. I think it
has – It's made some international collaborations a little bit easier. China is still behind a firewall,
so Zoom is not an option there. Japan is – You know, we're 13 to 15 hours away from Japan, so
the time difference is a serious impediment. But even so, one of my graduate students has
worked with one of my colleagues' graduate students in Kyoto, and they have – she has worked to
train him on some software that we use, and she and I are now collaborators on a project that he's
doing that we never would have been able to do together before. I guess the original plan was
that I was going to go over there and work with him, and that wasn't possible. In fact, I was
supposed to be on his graduate committee, and it still sort of remains to be seen whether I'll get
over there early enough this summer to be able to have even a passing influence on it. But we
have been able to interact with him by Zoom throughout the course of this spring and get quite a
bit done.
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[59:57]
Other than that, I can't really think of too many other bright spots really. I mean, there's been a
different allocation of time. I guess being able to, you know, do 100% of your activities –
professional activities wearing sweatpants and slippers is probably a good thing. I don't care the
least what I look like from the waist up.
The other thing, actually, you know, it's taken – There's a personal toll in it. So my kids are,
obviously, adult and, you know, grandkids. I had a granddaughter who was born November of
2019. I saw her when she was a week old. I was back East. She was in the Boston area. I was
back East and visited. And I haven't seen her since. And she's over two now.
I have another one who was born a year ago last month, and I have not seen her ever. I was
supposed to get over there before sabbatical, but now with these delays and this instrument
coming, I may not get to see them before I go. She could be three years old before I see her. You
know, that takes a psychological toll.
My wife's – One of her kids and her granddaughter live overseas in Ireland. She has actually
been over there at great personal expense and peril to visit them a couple of times, but it's been –
It's been particularly difficult.
[1:01:43]
My – Her granddaughter is 15 now, I think. But, you know, at least she's vaccinated. My
grandchildren – My two youngest are pre-vaccine – You know, they can't be vaccinated. My son,
ironically, with his kids, who also are in the Boston area, is opposed to vaccination and masking.
And apart from imposing very tense dynamics on the family, it also makes it just bloody
dangerous to go and visit.
So all of these things play out in the background, and they place a sort of additional psychological
burden, I think, on the professional activities. I'm somebody who, you know, I am what I do.
You know, being a professional biologist is the only thing I've ever wanted to do, and it's all that I
aspire to do, but with these other things sort of weighing on it, it's difficult to sort of enjoy that
academic life when the – You know, the only other thing I did was to go, you know, East and
visit my kids a couple of times a year. And that can't happen.
My mother, who was approaching 100 years old, she died at 99 and something during the
pandemic. And so I was not able to be with her back East and see her when she died. And, you
know, to this day her ashes are still sitting on my dresser waiting to be interred back East when
we get a chance to do that. I mean, those are – those are additional sort of psychological impacts
on the process.
TW:

Is there anything else you'd like to add about your experiences, your graduate students'
experiences, world experiences with COVID at Utah State University?
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[1:03:55]
AS:

Yeah, I can't really think of anything. Maybe a couple of little things. I think – I think for the
most part – Certainly within the limits that the state has imposed upon the university, the
university has done very well. I'm glad to have been here and to have been at an institution where
my colleagues and the administration took the pandemic seriously. I regret that I'm in a state
where the politicians do not take it seriously. And I think, you know, that's – There was an article
in the Times this morning, actually – I think it was the Times – about the difference between the
U.S. and Australia in terms of the toll of COVID on a per capita basis. Ours, of course, is much
higher. And the difference is primarily in people's – in how the government sold the safety
precaution to the people versus denying it to the people. And so, you know, that's a problem. Of
course, it's worse in red states than blue states. So that's been frustrating.
One of the tremendous privileges that we at academic institutions like Utah State have had is the
availability of free PCR testing. And I availed myself of that this semester when I was teaching
face-to-face in the classroom. I did weekly COVID testing, and it simply made me a lot more
comfortable. You know, obviously, an older demographic and a higher risk demographic. And,
you know, knowing that I had that available to me – I guess that ends the end of June, which is
unfortunate, and comes just about the time I'm going to have to start traveling, and, of course,
we'll be back in all this again in the fall.

[1:05:59]
I would also credit sort of my graduate students. And I guess they take some of that cue from me,
but I think that, you know, they've been very supportive and very diligent about exercising
caution in our interactions and in classes and even in their own social activities, you know, doing
quite a bit to minimize the disruption of COVID. And I think, you know, that's very much to
their credit.
Biology for the most part has done a good job. I think, you know, that a lot of people stopped
masking and started socializing a lot earlier than I would have thought was wise, but all in all, our
department has been pretty good about all of this.
The MESAS program, participants in that have been extremely diligent, and that is related in
large part to the just unimaginable toll that COVID has taken on Native communities and
Indigenous communities. I mean, you know, there was – Early on in the pandemic it was said
that if the Navajo Nation had been a state, it would have been the state with the highest per capita
death rate. And so Native students and Native faculty all had been much more diligent. And
many of them are still masking now as we all were during graduation week activities. So...
TW:

Do you see any long-term impacts that COVID might have at Utah State university in the biology
department with your students?

AS:

Well, I'm not sure about the biology department. Certainly, the Blanding campus has seen a
tremendous decrease in registration, and they expect to be down in terms of student numbers
again next year.
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[1:08:03]
They are hoping that the year after next they'll return to pre-pandemic limits and numbers. And
that also impacts MESAS and everything we do up here.
Biology, I guess we'll have to see what happens with COVID this coming year. I mean,
everything that I am reading is that we will see yet another wave, but that people's tolerance for,
you know, serious precautionary measures is going to be reduced, and so there will be a whole lot
of people with low-grade infections passing it to one another until some variant breaks out and
starts really killing large numbers of people again. That'll depend on how effective the vaccines
remain.
As a biologist, I followed it very closely. And even though it's not my part of biology, I at least,
you know, am sort of data driven to trying to understand it, and I find that a helpful thing for me
to navigate the precautions and the predictions for COVID. I worry about those of my colleagues
in nonscience departments and elsewhere who don't – aren't as driven to follow the science and
the biology and the epidemiology of it and rely more on general sources for their information.
And, you know, I think this is a – It's a dangerous situation in which to be incompletely informed.
TW:

Dr. Savitzky, I'd like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences with
the COVID pandemic at Utah State university.

[1:09:58]
AS:

It's been a pleasure. Thanks very much, Todd and Tameron. I appreciate having an opportunity
to speak with you.

[End recording – 1:10:04]
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